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THE SIZING DILEMMA
.. Sometimes I wear a size 16, sometimes an 18 or
even a 14. Then in sweaters and blouses it's a 38 or
36--unless the clothing comes in small, medium, or
large. It's all so confusing."
Ever wonder why you can't wear the same sizeregardless of where you get your clothes, who
manufactures them and what type of garment they are
(sweaters, pants, shirts, etc.)?
Well, there's no easy answer to finding clothes that
fit. But it may help if you develop an awareness of
clothing brands and know how to use the voluntary
product standards that are the basis for sizing in the
clothing industry.

HOW CAN AWARENESS OF
BRANDS HELP?
Look through your wardrobe. You'll find a couple
pairs of slacks that fit about the same way and are the
same brand. You may find that's true of some shirts,
dresses, suits and other clothes, too.

Bureau of Standards and used by some manufacturers
and distributors.
This system classifies human figures into general
body shapes-for example, half size, miss, and junior.
Then it divides those classes into sizes and sets
measurements for different parts of the body in each
size.
These body measurements are set for infants and
toddlers, girls, boys, young men, and women.

HOW CAN THESE STANDARDS
HELP YOU?

The standards serve as guides for people-involved in
making, distributing, and buying clothes so sizing can
be consistent even though clothes may vary in price.
manufacturer, and type of garment.

• You're likely to find some similarity in fit among
clothes made or sold by companies which have accepted the voluntary standards.
• As more manufacturers adopt the standards, it will
be easier for you to buy clothes of the same size and fit.

WHO SETS THESE STANDARDS?

• You will have some idea of how clothing will fit even
before you try it on, if it is labeled as complying with
the voluntary standards. On girls' clothes, for instance,
the labels will say something like "Sized in accordance
with Voluntary Product Standard PS 54-72."

First, some group or organization must tell the National Bureau of Standards that such a standard is
needed. Then, if there 's enough interest shown in the
project, the Bureau will coordinate the work of producers, distributors, and consumers in developing standards that will satisfy both industry and public.

That's because each manufacturer makes clothing
to fit a figure with a certain shape. A three-dimensional
body form is made for that figure and clothes are made
to fit that form. So when some brands of clothing fit you
better than others, it's because those body forms are
more like your figure than the forms used by other
manufacturers.
So shop around for the brands that fit you best. Then
look for those same brands when adding to your
wardrobe.

WHERE DO CLOTHING SIZES
COME FROM?
If you think about it, you probably wear some sizes
more often than others. For instance, you may wear
size 38 sweaters and blouses and a size 16 dress-most
of the time. The fact that there's any consistency at all
is due to the Voluntary Product Standards for Body
Measurements. It's a system published by the National

each body shape classification, and names of those who
developed the standards and of those who have agreed
to use them whenever possible.
You can receive your own copy of the Voluntary
Product Standards. To find out how, just contact your
local extension home economist.

These standards will be based on surveys of body
measurement data and on observations made by members of the group developing the standards. Their objective is to find standards that will fit the greatest
number of people in the most practical way.
The proposed standards are distributed. Then, if they
are generally accepted by producers, distributors, and
consumers, the National Bureau of Standards will
publish the Voluntary Product Standard. This includes
body measurement charts for each size, descriptions of

• Major retail chains (like J. C. Penney, Sears, Lane
Bryant, and Montgomery Ward) that sell much of their
merchandise through catalogs are already using these
standards. It's especially important for these companies to offer consistent sizing, for consumers can't
always try on clothes before buying. So, chances are, if
you've been successful with clothes ordered from one
of their catalogs, you'll be satisfied with other clothes
from that same catalog or from another major catalog.
• You should find consistency in women's sweaters
and swimwear, for manufacturers are using the standards there.
• If you have been pleased with one manufacturer or
distributor who is listed as having accepted the voluntary standards, then chances are, others on that list will
have products with a similar fit.
• If you have problems finding a size that fits, look
through the different sizing charts and descriptions of
body shapes in the voluntary standards publication. At
least you can narrow down the possibilities, so you'll
have a better idea of which sizes to try.
• The current standards include a wide range of body
shapes. Girls and boys standards, for instance, may include "slim," "chubby" and "husky" to fit children
who are the same height but not the same width as their

"regular" friends. This range of classification makes it
easier for people of many shapes and sizes to find
ready-to-wear clothing that fits well.

BUT KEEP IN MIND
These standards are voluntary. Not all manufacturers use them, and those that do can deviate from
them when it seems important. (But in those cases,
clothes cannot be labeled as conforming to standards.)
In addition, many of the manufacturers who do use
the standards do not label _their clothes. So it's
sometimes difficult to know which products meet the
standards.
Even if a manufacturer does use the sizing standards,
you might not like the way a particular garment fits in
the size you usually wear. This may be because you
and the designer have different ideas about how the
clothing should fit a person with your measurements.
Or, it may be that the manufacturer's body form is
shaped differently from yours, even though your
measurements are the same.
It's also questionable just how well the body
measurements used for today's sizes really do reflect
the shapes of today's people. The two measurement
studies relied on most heavily in developing the present
standards were a 1939-40 U. S. Department of
Agriculture survey and a 1960-62 Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare survey. The HEW
study did not ask for the same kinds of measurements
used in the voluntary standards body measurement
chart, so the information survey could not be directly
used.
In addition, people's proportions, posture, and undergarments (which have a great effect on people's
shapes) have changed since the 1940s.
And because no comprehensive studies have ever
been made on men's body measurements, there are no
voluntary standards for adult males.
Reliable current body measurement data are needed
to reflect today's sizes and shapes. But the National
Bureau of Standards cannot undertake such a survey
on its own. Organizations and consumers must first cite
a need for the information, and large amounts of money
must be found to support a new survey.

WHAT'S IN THE FUTURE FOR
VOLUNTARY STANDARDS?
Right now, the standards situation is undergoing a
thorough review by manufacturer, distributor and consumer representatives. coordinated by the National
Bureau of Standards. Their goal is to establish
measurement standards for males and females from infancy through adulthood.
Both U. S. and international standards organizations
are trying to devise sizing names which would relate to
body measurements. For instance, sizing in pants
would be identified by waist and length measurements.
(After all, what isa "size 14"?)
The International Standard Organization has come
up with a pictogram system to illustrate sizes in a
helpful way. It shows a figure with the key measurements needed for each garment:

FS 796

The
Sizing Dilemma

But before we can expect to see changes, industry,
government, and consumers must all support the need
for new measurement surveys and for other research.
So if you have any concerns about our present sizing
system or any suggestions for the future, tell your government representatives, along with clothing manufacturers and retailers. Or ask your extension home
economist to help you channel your comments to the
appropriate persons.
For more information contact Linda Manikowske , Extension clothing and textiles
specialist_ Prepared by Rae Reilly and Jacquelyn Yep and reprinted with permission
of Iowa Cooperative Extension Service. Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work. Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with USDA , Hollis D_
Hall , Director of CES , SDSU , Brookings , Education programs and materials offered
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